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Several high-profile human rights cases have reached the Argentine courts in recent weeks, all
involving abuses committed during the "dirty war" carried out during the 1976- 1983 military
dictatorship. In the most recent cases, a couple was convicted of kidnapping a baby born to parents
who were disappeared by the military; a self-confessed torturer was detained on a request from
Italy; and former dictator Jorge Rafael Videla (1976-1981) was ordered to stand trial for his role in
Operation Condor (see NotiSur, 2000-07-07).
Couple sentenced for baby stealing Retired Col. Ceferino Landa, 69, and his wife Mercedes Beatriz
Moreira, 71, were sentenced on June 28 to 9 1/2 years and 5 1/2 years in prison respectively for the
theft of a baby girl born to parents who were disappeared by the military. The couple was found
guilty of kidnapping Claudia Victoria Poblete Hlaczik, whose parents were among the 15,000 to
30,000 people who were murdered or disappeared during the dictatorship.
Poblete's parents, Chilean Jose Poblete and Argentine Gertrudis Hlaczik, were detained in 1978
and were never seen again. The baby, who was eight months old when she was taken, was given to
the couple who gave her the name Mercedes Beatriz Landa and raised her as their own child. The
conviction was possible because the Argentine courts have ruled that the crime of stealing babies
was not covered by the amnesty laws passed after the return to democratic rule.
In March, Federal Judge Gabriel Cavallo also ruled in the Landa-Moreira case that the amnesty
laws were unconstitutional (see NotiSur, 2001-03-30). "The sentence is very satisfactory, it is very
strong despite not being what we had asked for [20 years for Landa and 15 for Moreira]," said Estela
Carlotto, head of the Abuelas de la Plaza de Mayo, which brought the charges. Landa admitted his
responsibility and said someone in the military gave him and his wife the baby. Because she is 70
years old, Moreira can serve her sentence under house arrest.
Poblete, now 23, lives with Moreira. She testified in a closed-court session at the trial that she had
always suspected she was not the daughter of Landa and Moreira, but she added that she loves
the couple who raised her. The "blond angel" could face extradition Federal Judge Maria Servina
de Cubria ordered the preventive arrest of Alfredo Astiz on June 29 at the request of the Italian
judiciary. The former navy officer turned himself in to the International Police (Interpol) on July
2, after which he was taken to a naval detention center. "Astiz," said the Italian prosecutor in the
request for capture, "is one of the most vicious torturers from the Argentine military dictatorship,
materially responsible for kidnapping, physical torture, and eliminating thousands of young
people."
The request charges Astiz, known as the blond angel, with illegal appropriation of minors in the
1976 kidnapping of Angela Maria Aieta and the 1977 kidnapping of Giovani Pegoraro and his
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daughter Susana Pegoraro, all Italian citizens. Pegoraro was pregnant when she was kidnapped and
later gave birth to a girl whom the Abuelas de la Plaza de Mayo suspect is Evelyn Vazquez.
Now a young woman, Vazquez has refused to submit to a DNA test to prove her identity. In
exchange for taking the test, Vazquez wants a promise from judicial authorities that the results will
not be used as evidence against the man she considers her father, former naval officer Policarpo
Vazquez. During the dictatorship, pregnant women who were detained by the military were often
killed after they gave birth and their infants given to families of military officers.
In 1998, Astiz boasted to Argentine magazine Trespuntos that he was "the best-trained man in
Argentina to kill journalists and politicians," and he said the navy taught him "not to build but
rather to destroy," to plant bombs, infiltrate, and kill. "I'm not sorry for anything," he told the
magazine. His comments cost him a three-month suspended jail sentence (see NotiSur, 1998-01-16,
1998-02-13). Astiz is protected from prosecution in Argentina for murder or torture by the amnesty
laws passed in 1986 and 1987. He is also accused of kidnapping and murdering two French nuns and
a 15-year-old Swedish girl.
In 1990, a French court sentenced Astiz in absentia to life in prison. Since his sentencing by the
Paris court, Astiz has had an international arrest warrant against him. After the trial in France,
Sweden and Spain issued warrants for Astiz's arrest. In 1995, then president Carlos Saul Menem
(1989-1999) decreed Astiz's early retirement from the navy as a gesture to appease France, but did
not hand Astiz over to French authorities. The dismissal from the navy meant the loss of his military
rank, his salary as a retired officer, and all other benefits. Human rights groups and families of the
dictatorship's victims applauded Astiz's detention, though they were not optimistic that he would be
extradited to Italy, given the Argentine government's protection of military leaders in similar cases.
Human rights lawyers have asked the court to allow them to file briefs as "friends of the court"
supporting Astiz's extradition.
On July 3, Defense Minister Horacio Jaunarena said the government would reject any request from
Italy for Astiz's extradition. "That is the position of government since long before the detention of
Astiz," said Jaunarena in a radio interview. "It is a position of the government that goes beyond the
emblematic condition of this person." Juan Pablo Baylac, undersecretary of communication, said
the government held to the legal principle of territoriality, contending that if crimes are committed
in Argentina the perpetrators should be tried in Argentina. Videla charges related to Operation
Condor
On July 10, Judge Rodolfo Canicoba Corral indicted Jorge Videla on charges of illicit association in
Operation Condor. The judge ordered that he remain under house arrest and also placed a freeze on
US$1 million of Videla's assets. The indictment accuses Videla of participating with military regimes
in Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia, Chile, Paraguay, and Uruguay, with the apparent backing of the US, in
the 1970s and 1980s to persecute and kill political opponents (see NotiSur, 2001-06-01). He is the first
former dictator indicted in connection with Operation Condor.
The 500-page indictment cited "the forced disappearance of citizens of Argentine, Chilean,
Uruguayan, Paraguayan, Bolivian, and Brazilian origin, as part of the...operation of the criminal
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organization known as Plan Condor." Canicoba Corral said that it has been "substantiated that there
was an illegitimate agreement among the military governments of the Southern Cone" to wipe out
opposition under the plan.
Declassified documents of the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) indicate that figures in
Washington played a key role in the formation of Operation Condor and in carrying out its actions.
Consequently, the judge has not ruled out serving a subpoena to Henry Kissinger, US secretary of
state during that period. Videla headed the de facto military junta in the first five years of military
rule. He was sentenced to life in prison in 1985 for 66 aggravated homicides, 306 kidnappings, 93
torturings and 26 robberies, but was pardoned in 1990 by then President Menem.
In 1998, he was sentenced to house arrest for stealing the children of people who were disappeared
by the military regime (see NotiSur, 1998-07-31). Therefore, in practice, the new indictment does
not change his situation. In a recently published biography El Dictador, written by Maria Seoane
and Vicente Muleiro Videla insists that what he did was good for Argentina. He says, "Subversion
is not only what you see in the street, it is also arguments between parents and children, between
parents and grandparents. It is not just killing members of the military, it is also any kind of social
confrontation." He adds, "What would have become of this country if we had not exterminated the
guerrillas?"

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

